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Abstract 
There have been many studies on the relationship between social media use and depression in recent years, but 
there are inconsistencies between their findings. Using the systematic review method, we analyzed the existing 
body of work on the relationship between social media use and depression in the information systems field. We 
selected the Web of Science, Emerald, JSTOR, Science Direct, Taylor & Francis Online and Wiley Online Library 
as search databases, and ended up with 24 papers that met all our requirements. We identified four possible 
reasons for the inconsistencies. First, the measurement indicators of social media use are different. Second, 
depression is not measured in the same way. Third, the studies considered different populations of social media 
users. Fourth, the mediating factors are different with regards to the relationship between social media use and 
depression. This study provides literature supported theoretical insights for further exploration and analysis. 
Keywords 
Social media use, depression, systematic review, information systems. 
Introduction 
With the widespread use of social media applications, they have become indispensable tools in the lives 
of individuals (Vishwanath, 2017). In recent years, more and more scholars have looked at the 
relationship between the use of social media and mental health (e.g., Xiao & Mou, 2019; Naslund et al., 
2016). Depression is a negative emotional experience characterized by depressed mood and loss of 
interest/pleasure in most activities (Cassano & Fava, 2002). As a psychological problem, it can be cured 
through psychological intervention or counseling. Currently, the proportion of the global population 
living with depression is estimated at 322 million (Friedrich, 2017). Therefore, studying the relationship 
between social media use and depression is important for both research and practice (Yoo & Jeong, 2017; 
Tandoc et al., 2015). Depression has also had a huge impact on adolescents in recent years. By age 19, 
nearly 25% of young people will face an episode of major depression. According to Santesteban-Echarri 
et al. (2017), younger adults (18–25) have the highest incidence and cumulative prevalence of depression. 
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So far, there are abundant studies on the relationship between social media use and depression, it is 
undeniable that there are differences in their findings. These differences are not conducive to enhancing 
the academic understanding of this issue and the advancement of future research. In addition, with the 
development of information technologies, social media can be easily combined with artificial intelligence, 
voice interaction and other technologies. Therefore, social media may have more new human-computer 
interaction functions, such as intelligent customer service, somatosensory recognition, etc.. In this case, 
the relationship between social media use and depression may become more complex and its underlying 
issues more diverse. In view of this, we propose the following research question. 
RQ: What is the relationship between social media use and depression in the field of information 
systems? 
In response to this question, this study systematically analyzes the existing literature on the relationship 
between social media use and depression in the field of information systems. A systematic review method 
is used to review and evaluate the existing research. We summarize and discuss the relevant studies and 
attempt to explain the possible reasons for the above-mentioned inconsistencies in research finding. This 
study aims to provide literature support and theoretical insights that enable further exploration and 
analysis in this field. 
Compared with previous studies, the academic value and contribution of this study are that we conduct a 
comprehensive analysis and evaluation of the relationship between social media use and depression. First, 
we review the impact of social media use on depression in terms of its causality and significance. Second, 
we analyze the effects of depression on social media use based on different depression measuring scales. 
Third, we evaluate the association and interaction between social media use and depression according to 
the existing literature. In this sense, the analysis results of this study are more comprehensive and accurate 
than previous studies in examining the relationship between social media use and depression. 
Literature Review 
Social Media Use 
Social media platforms allow individuals to exchange information with others in a public or private way 
(Smock et al., 2011). Facebook, Twitter and Instagram are typical representatives of such platforms. 
Social media use generally refers to users’ participation in platform activities or use of resources and 
functions on the platform. So far, in the field of information systems, researchers have measured social 
media use from different perspectives. Some measured it by calculating the frequency, intensity, time 
spent and number of friends on social media (Liu & Baumeister, 2016). Others investigated it from the 
perspective of platform types, such as Facebook, Twitter and Instagram (Sheldon & Bryant, 2016; Panek 
et al., 2013). Still others divided social media use into active use and passive use (Davenport et al., 2014). 
Active use refers to the “information generation” related behaviors on social media, such as frequently 
updating personal information, sharing links, commenting and responding to others’ information and 
sending messages. Such behavior translates into a more intense participation on social media platforms. 
On the contrary, passive use of social media is a one-way information browsing behavior, with less 
updates or comments, and less interaction with others (Davenport et al., 2014). Other research was more 
focused on specific social media usage content, such as status updates, taking photos, responding to or 
commenting on others’ content and so forth (Moon et al., 2016; Marshall et al., 2015). 
Depression 
As a mental health problem with extensive and serious consequences, depression is a negative emotion, 
with low mood as the main manifestation, which can bring serious social, economic and individual 
burdens (Selkie et al., 2015). Depending on the perspective being taken, researchers proposed different 
definitions of depression. From the perspective of emotional change, Angolod and Rutter (1992) 
described depression as the fluctuation of individual mood from normal to low. With regards to causes, 
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depression was described as an emotional response to negative situations (Selkie et al., 2015). In addition 
to defining depression, measuring it has been a key concern for scholars. For instance, in the field of 
information systems, depression is measured using four scales: Self-rating Depression Scale (SDS), 
Hamilton Depression Scale (HAMD), Beck Depression Inventory (BDI) and Center for Epidemiologic 
Studies Depression Scale (CES-D). Among these, CES-D is the most widely used scale. Research has 
shown that personal factors (e.g., personality traits, genetic genes) and objective factors (e.g., social 
environment and interpersonal communication) can cause depression (Ingram & Luxton, 2005). In recent 
years, with the increasing popularity and penetration of social media, the relationship between social 
media use and depression has attracted the attention of information systems researchers. There is even a 
proprietary vocabulary in the field, “Facebook Depression”, which is used to describe depression 
manifestations caused by spending too much time indulging in Facebook (Jelenchick et al., 2013). With 
the integration of new information technologies into social media, individuals may experience greater and 
more frequent depression related to social media use. 
Research Method 
Literature Search 
We used the systematic literature review method to analyze and evaluate the related literature, a method 
commonly employed to evaluate empirical studies (Merli et al., 2018). Based on the principle of 
transparency and traceability, this method adopts structured and systematic steps to search, collate and 
evaluate the literature in a certain field. 
In order to prevent possible publication bias and ensure the quality of the selected publications, this study 
obtained papers in the field of information systems from several databases, namely the Web of Science, 
Emerald, JSTOR, Science Direct, Taylor & Francis Online and Wiley Online Library. In every database, 
we adopted the following keyword search format: (social network OR social media OR web 2.0 OR SNS 
OR Facebook OR microblog OR Twitter OR Instagram OR LinkedIn) AND (depression OR depressive). 
Moreover, we set the search date to June 2019 and before. All searches were conducted in September 
2019. 
Following our research procedure, we screened all the papers returned by the search. The screening 
criteria were as follows. First, the papers should come from the field of information systems. Articles in 
medicine, psychology, sociology, economics and other fields were excluded. Second, the studies 
described in the papers should be empirical. Theoretical research, review and other types of papers were 
screened out. Third, we selected only the papers related to social media use; any unrelated papers were 
excluded. Fourth, we considered only the papers on depression as a negative emotion. The literature 
related to depression symptoms was not selected. Fifth, if two papers used the same sample and analyzed 
the same content, we only selected one of them. The literature that met the five criteria was analyzed and 
evaluated. After the literature screening, we ended up with 24 publications that met all our requirements.  
Results 
By analyzing the literature, we divided the existing researches into three parts. The first part is the effect 
of social media use on depression; the second part is the effect of depression on social media use; and the 
third part is the association and interaction between social media use and depression. These are detailed 
below. 
The Effect of Social Media Use on Depression 
With the surge in the number of social media users, researchers began to explore the impact of social 
media use on individuals’ depression, that is, whether social media use leads to the increase or decrease of 
depression, as well as the occurrence conditions and mechanisms of such influencing relationship. 
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However, the research conclusions have not been consistent. Some studies believe that social media use 
can lead to an increased level of depression in individuals. For example, Brooks and Longstreet (2015) 
explored the positive and negative effects that can result from using social networking, and found that 
social networking use had a significant positive impact on individuals’ depression. In addition, it is worth 
noting that the positive effects of social media use on depression may be mediated or moderated by 
certain factors such as social media fatigue, social connectedness, and so forth. For example, Dhir et al. 
(2018) examined whether compulsive social media use triggered fatigue and, furthermore, whether social 
media fatigue resulted in depression. The study’s findings suggested that compulsive social media use 
significantly triggered social media fatigue, which later resulted in elevated depression. 
Other research findings were inconsistent with those of the above-mentioned studies. They showed that 
social media use had a negative significant impact on depression. For example, Locatelli et al. (2012) 
examined the influence of Facebook use on individual depression. Results showed that negative Facebook 
posts had a negative significant impact on depression. However, in many cases, the negative influence of 
social media use on depression was mediated by some factors. For instance, Frison and Eggermont (2015) 
examined the relationship between types of Facebook use and adolescents’ depressed mood, and found 
that Facebook use had a positive significant effect on perceived friend support, which can further 
negatively influence depression. 
The Effect of Depression on Social Media Use 
According to the social compensation theory, the Internet provides an ideal platform for individual self-
disclosure, especially for adolescents with psychological vulnerabilities. Therefore, many researchers 
have turned their effort to study the impact of depression on social media use, with some claiming that 
depression has a positive significant effect on social media use. For example, Li et al. (2017) explored the 
impact of posting patterns on gratification and addiction dimensions to micro-blogging platforms. Results 
suggested that compared to balanced users, depression had a greater impact on weekend micro-blogging 
users. It is worth noting that in recent years social media addiction, as a negative side of social media use, 
has attracted the attention of academia. For instance, Jasso-Medrano and Lopez-Rosales (2018) showed 
that depression positively influenced social media addiction. 
Furthermore, some scholars realized that depression could have a complex impact on social media use. 
For instance, Han et al. (2019) explored the relationship between psychological dependency and social 
media use, and found that depression had a positive significant impact on social media dependency, then 
this dependency would positively influence social media use. Wee et al. (2017) found that the effect of 
depression on social media use was regulated by personality. Specifically, once neuroticism exceeded 
certain points, an increase in depression led to a decrease in social networking activities. 
The Association and Interaction between Social Media Use and Depression 
In addition to studies on the causal effects, research on the association and interaction effects between 
social media use and depression has also been conducted. Through our review of the literature, we found 
differences in the conclusions of these studies. As far as the association is concerned, some researchers 
found a positive association between social media use and depression. For instance, Brandenberg et al. 
(2019) assessed individual activities on professional SNS (i.e., LinkedIn and XING) and carried out a 
comparison with non-professional SNS use (i.e., Facebook). Results suggested that professional and non-
professional SNS use was positively correlated to individual depressive tendency. In addition, others 
believed that the correlation between them was moderated by factors such as age, personality, etc. Hardy 
and Castonguay (2018) analyzed the relationship between SNS use and depression, and found the 
relationship was moderated by age. While this relationship was positive for respondents aged 30 and older, 
it was negative for those who were 18-29 years old. 
In the research on the interaction effects between social media use and depression, the number of studies 
is rather limited. The reason is that it is difficult to clearly assume which one is the starting point for the 
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interaction between the two variables. In one of the few studies, Yoo and Jeong (2017) examined if SNS 
use adversely affected the users in psychosocial terms. Results suggested that in the lower-social-capital 
group, depression augmented SNS use, and the increase of SNS use reinforced the degree of depression. 
This study took depression as the starting point. Depressed individuals use SNS to achieve social 
compensation, and then SNS use further aggravates the level of individual depression, which is 
manifested as the cumulative increase of depression. 
Discussion 
Although there are many studies on the relationship between social media use and depression, our 
analysis shows that their conclusions are inconsistent. We attempt to explain the possible reasons for the 
inconsistencies in the following five aspects. 
First, the measurement indicators of social media use in different studies are not completely consistent. It 
has been found that the measurement indicators of social media use include not only objective indicators 
(e.g., time, frequency, intensity and number of friends) but also subjective indicators such as 
psychological and behavioral tendencies (e.g., initiative, social support, social connectedness of social 
media use). The differences between these indicators can have diverse influences on the analysis results. 
Second, depression is measured in different ways. For example, Jelenchick et al. (2013) used the PHQ 
(PatientHealth Questionnaire 9 depression screen) as a depression measurement tool, and found no 
correlation between social media use and depression. But Lin et al. (2016) discovered a linear relationship 
between social media use and depression using the BDI-II-II (Beck Depression Inventory-II-II). Both 
studies used a similar gender and age samples, but the results were different. This indicates that different 
ways to measure depression can influence the relationship between social media use and depression. 
Third, the population segments of social media users are different. For instance, college students and 
adults are both heavy users of social media, but there are differences in the specific characteristics of 
social media use between them. Hence the relationship between social media use and depression may be 
different for these two groups. Jelenchick et al. (2013) used college students as subjects, and found that 
there was no correlation between social media use and depression. However, in a study using adults as 
subjects (Hardy & Castonguay, 2018), SNS use was found to be related to depression. This suggests that 
age may be an explanation for the inconsistent findings from different studies. 
Fourth, the mediating factors or moderating factors are different in the relationship between social media 
use and depression. In the studies that we reviewed, some scholars found that conclusions were different 
when using different mediators or moderators. For instance, Facebook usage can positively influence 
perceived friend support, then this factor has a negative significant impact on depression (Frison & 
Eggermont, 2015). But in the research of Li et al. (2018), Micro-blogging use has a positive significant 
impact on depression. Moreover, this influence can be mediated by gratification. It can be seen that social 
media use does have an impact on depression, but due to the differences in mediators in the two studies, 
the conclusions are quite different. Therefore, the relationship between social media use and depression is 
associated with different mediators and moderators. 
Fifth, we found most of the studies are approached as a cross-sectional survey, therefore, longitudinal 
survey is rarely used. However, the exploration of the interaction between social media use and 
depression may rely on longitudinal studies. The research of Yoo and Jeong (2017) has shown that users 
who use SNS for a long term will have a stronger stickiness. Therefore, it is feasible to carry out a 
longitudinal research. In addition, the relations of social media use and depression will show different 
patterns among different ages, such as between teenagers and adults (Hardy & Castonguay, 2018). 
Therefore, it is very necessary to carry out relevant longitudinal research to obtain more profound 
conclusions. 
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Conclusions and Limitations 
The relationship between social media use and depression has been empirically investigated in the field of 
information systems. Using the systematic review method, we tracked 24 articles and evaluated the effect 
of social media use on depression, the effect of depression on social media use and the association and 
interaction between social media use and depression. Our review revealed differences between the 
conclusions of these studies. Five possible explanations were discussed. First, the measurement indicators 
of social media use are different. Second, depression is measured in different ways depending on the 
study being considered. Third, segments of the population of social media users are different in these 
studies. Fourth, the mediating factors or moderating factors are different in the relationship between social 
media use and depression. Fifth, more longitudinal studies should be pooled. 
There are two limitations that should be noted. First, the number of publications analyzed is rather small. 
Due to the focus on the field of information systems and depression emotion, only 24 papers were 
considered after searching and screening. Hence it is, to some extent, difficult to summarize all the 
research conclusions in the field of information systems on the relationship between social media use and 
depression by analyzing these 24 publications. Second, among these 24 publications, each study has its 
own limitations. Affected by these limitations, the analysis results of this study may be biased. 
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